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1 D O S S I E R  
THE R O Y A L  SHIPYARDS 
O F  BARCELONA 
THE "DRASSANES" OF BARCELONA RE UNQUESTIONABLY 
AN IMPORTANT ARCHITECTURAL LEGACY FROM THE EARLY 
MIDDLE AGES. THEY FORM THE LARGEST AND MOST 
COMPLETE MEDIEVAL SHIPYARDS STILL STANDING IN THE 
WORLD TODAY, AND ONE OF THE FINEST EXAMPLES OF 
CIVIL GOTHIC ARCHITECTURE IN THE PAISOS CATALANS. 
ANTONI RIERA I  MELIS 
P R O F E S S O R  O F  M E D I E V A L  H I S T O R Y .  U N l V E R S I T Y  O F  B A R C E L O N A  
ne of the most characteristic ele- 
ments of Barcelona's maritime 
facade is, undoubtedly, the 
al shipyards. The aesthetic and 
architectural qualities of this huge build- 
ing -the home of the Maritime Mu- 
seum- make it one of the foremost crea- 
tions of Catalan civil Gothic architec- 
ture. During the Middle Ages, most of 
the trading cities of Europe erected cov- 
ered spaces in which to build, repair 
and shelter their seagoing craft. Few of 
them, however, have preserved them 
with such care and respect as Barcelona. 
The solidity and the functionality of the 
building, allowing continued reutiliza- 
tion, have ensured its survival and pre- 
served it from reforms and restoration 
of any consideration. The "Drassanes 
~ e i a l i " ,  or Roya1 Shipyards, were not, 
however, the first or the only ones in 
the county city. During the ~ á r k  Ages a 
naval dockyard was built beside the Re- 
gomir Gate, more or less between the 
present-day streets of Fusteria, Avinyó, 
Ample and Merck. The growth of mari- 
time traffíc after the conauest of the 
Balearic Isles and the país Valencia 
must have collapsed the functions of 
these archaic installations, and in the 
mid-thirteenth century the construction 
of a further shipyard was begun beside 
the present Pla de Palau. A few years 
before this, in 1243, James 1 had set 
aside a part of the beach as a dry dock 
for ships. This twofold eastern shipyard 
must have consisted of a section of sea- 
front equipped for naval construction 
and without important structures. The 
viability of the Crown of Aragon's mer- 
cantile and territorial expansion over- 
seas depended largely on the fleet's capac- 
ity for growth. During the first period 
of Peter the Great's rule, amid signs of 
the coming war of the "Vespres Sicilianes" 
(1 282- 1302) -the great international con- 
flict in the course of which Catalonia was 
to emerge as a leading naval power-, 
work was started on a new shipyard at 
the western end of the beach, within the 
area previously reserved by James 1. 
This vast building, of prolonged construc- 
tion, was to be the result both of Barce- 
lona's commercial prosperity and the 
Catalano-Aragonese monarchy's drive for 
supremacy in the Mediterranean. 
Progress on the work was very slow, 
because of the scale of the project and 
the limited resources made available by 
the roya1 treasury. In 1328, Alfons the 
Benign assigned to the undertaking the 
fines exacted from illicit traders in Isla- 
mic territory. A few years later, Peter 
the Ceremonious bolstered this initial 
funding with the economic sanctions 
imposed by al1 the maritime consulates 
under his jurisdiction. The mandatory 
participation, from 1352 on, of both the 
procurator general and bailiff general of 
Catalonia, as well as of the chief magis- 
trate, the maritime consuls and the 
weights and measures inspector of Bar- 
celona, also failed to speed up the 
work. 
The municipal council of Barcelona 
-the official mouthpiece for the great 
traders and shipowners of the city- of- 
fered the sovereign a joint action plan 
in 1378, extendible to the recently crea- 
ted Diputació del General and intended 
to ensure the rapid completion of the 
works. The councillors, aware of the 
damage caused to the Barcelona fleet by 
the lack of suitable shelter, committed 
itself to providing 10,000 florins during 
the next seven years for covering and 
fortifying the building, with the only 
condition that the king should invest a 
further 7,000 florins. The roof, as had 
been planned in the time of Peter the 
Great, was to consist of wooden beams 
on stone arches. The city officials ob- 
tained an agreement from the king, 
whereby in return for their important 
financia1 contribution the city would be 
able to place its galleys under cover in 
the shipyards. 
Although the Generalitat, for reasons 
which are still not entirely clear, did not 
enter into the joint action plan, after 
1378 and as a result of having a less 
spasmodic source of funding, the work 
advanced at a hitherto unknown rate. 
The project was directed by the master 
craftsmen Arnau Ferrer, stone-mason, 
and Joan Jener, carpenter. By February 
1383, the eight bays nearest to the sea 
were already covered and work was in 
progress on the roof of the eight inland 
bays. A huge open space, intended for 
the construction of large galleys, separ- 
ated one part of the shipyard from the 
other. Peter the Ceremonious, who, 
having been unable to provide the 
7,000 florins agreed on, assigned two 
thirds of the taxes levied on legal trade 
with Egypt and the fines paid for non- 
payment of taxes on "sieving the corn" 
and "weighing the flour", managed to 
complete the construction of the new 
shipyard in the last years of his long 
reign. 
The gradual rise in Catalan externa1 
trade, the need to periodically reassert 
control of Sardinia -never fully integra- 
ted-, the irnportance of containing the 
increase in piracy, the monarchy's in- 
terventionist projects overseas and the 
conflicts these initiatives provoked 
throughout the Mediterranean led to a 
growing naval demand in the last quar- 
ter of the fourteenth century and before 
long they had collapsed the functions of 
the shipyards. John 1 and the municipal 
council of the county city drew up a 
second agreement immediately after the 
first had expired, to finance the enlarge- 
ment of the naval dockyards. The ob- 
ject of the arrangement was very ambi- 
tious: to provide room in the shipyard 
to shelter more than 30 galleys with al1 
their accessories. The king renounced, 
in benefit of the work, the third re- 
served by his father out of the taxes 
demanded in Barcelona from the ships 
engaged in legal trade with the Islamic 
countries. A few years later, in 1408, 
Martin the Humane ratified the agree- 
ment drawn up with the Barcelona 
councillors by his predecesor. The en- 
largement, which was to involve consi- 
derable reforms to the part already 
built, such as the construction of a roof 
over the central open section, was pro- 
longed until the second decade of the 
fifteenth century. Once completed, the 
roya1 shipyards -the largest of the 
Crown of Aragon and amongst the most 
important on the Western Mediterra- 
nean- consisted of sixteen naves, each 
8.40 metres across, arranged in two sec- 
tions separated by a central nave 13.15 
metres across. The pillars and the 
arches -free of any kind of decoration- 
were built in dressed stone from Mont- 
ju'ic. This Gothic section, well designed 
and even better constructed, has sur- 
vived admirably, has resisted, without 
so much as a crack of any importance, 
the onslaught of seismic movements 
and environmental and human aggres- 
sions. 
C 
In charge of the royal shipyards of Bar- 
celona from the start of their operations 
was the drassaner, a post instituted by 
Peter the Great soon after 1280. This 
public employee, appointed by the king, 
was responsible for the custody of the 
building -in which he was required to 
live- and of the boats, tools and mat- 
erial~ deposited there. The accounts for 
the shipyard, when not overseen by the 
drassaner, were kept by a clerk. For the 
duration of the work, the collection of 
moneys assigned to the project by the 
authorities and the direction of the 
work was entrusted to the obrrr. We do 
I 
not know if, once the work was comp- 
leted, this post was abolished and the 
the building. 
drassaner took over the maintenance of l .  
Beneath these officials in charge of the 
custodv and administration there was a 1 
host of skilled workrnen at the ship- 
yards who were responsible for the 
construction, maintenance and repair 
of the boats. Some of them were wood- 
workers (mestres d'aixa, fusters de ribe- 
ra, serradors and remolars) while others 
were experts in the use of oakum and 
pitch (calafats). 
It appears that in 1576 the Generalitat 
relieved the city council of its task of 
maintaining the royal shipyards, which 
now underwent a second enlargement. 
At the end of the sixteenth and begin- 
ning of the seventeenth centuries, 
further naves were added to the Gothic 
complex to adapt the shipyards to the 
changing needs of naval construction. 
Towards 1650 the vast construction was 
converted to an artillery arsenal. But in 
spite of the different functions attached 
to them over the ages, the royal ship- 
yards have not suffered any important 
modifications and today, recovered for 
the city, they constitute the paradigm of 
Gothic shipyards and of maritime mu- 
seums. • 
